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the hunt, So enthusiastic were they for this pursuit, that king 
Vardanes even tacdessly offered the emaciated philosopher. 
A pollonius of Tyana a day's hunting near Babylon. Wild ani- 
mals were often kept penned up in a park or ‘paradise’. No 
monarch was acceptable who did not love horses and the hunt; 
and Vonones, educated at Rome, was soon т ected for this 
reason. Artabanus III, when temporarily forced to flee to the 
regions cast of the Caspian, was quite able to support himself 
by the bow. The Parthian aristocrats probably enjoyed fighung 
also, for when no outside enemy threatened, internal hostilities. 
frequently broke out, The nobles’ panoplies were always elab- 
orate, and it is fascinating to watch the growth of heraldry in 
the later Parthian period. The various insignia of the aristocrats 
are plainly represented on the great rock relief of Firuzabad, 
carved to commemorate the triumph of the Sasanian Ardashir 
over the last Parthian monarch. The casualties in these internal 
struggles were probably not normally very great. By the second 
century AD, the aristocrats were perhaps playing polo in addi- 
tion to their other pursuits. Feasting was à further pastime of 
high popularity. Atthe banquets bards would have sung heroic 
lays. Whole cycles of these epics existed, like those which un^ 
Зету the Homeric poems of Greece. These Iranian lays simi. 
farly gave rise to a national epic, Firdosi's Shabnamel, or Book of 
Kings. Of a written Parthian literature there is по contempore 
ary cvidence, although it is very likely that it existed, and Pars 
thian words entered neighbouring languages. Some of the топе 
archs favoured Greek culture and had Greek plays performed 
at court. A Greek theatre was discovered at Nisa, and a per^ 
formance of Euripides’ Bacchae was allegedly arranged by king 
Artavasdes of Armenia for Orodes II. 

But an interest in any culture but their own was exceptional 
among the Parthians, and their own was of a type that left few 
monuments behind it. What of she fate of these other cultures 
in the Parthian era? The decline and fail of the cultures of Baby- 
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lonia, Assyria and Greece in the Parthian period form an 
absorbing study, for sufficient evidence survives for us to plot 
the outlines of decline. The cultural influence of Babylonia was 
widespread and deep in western Parthia, There the Babylonians, 
city-loving Semites, preserved their ancient ways and religion 
right into our era. The cu neiform script continued to develop 
and lasted until 6 nc at least, when clay tablets were finally 
ousted by parchment; and with the tablets disappeared the old 
cylinder seals. Some of these ls still in use were very ancient: a 
shop in Nippur contained examples dating back more than a 
millennium to the Kassite era. The old religious rituals lingered 
on, and Babylonian deities, if often changed in character, were 
рин among many communities of western Asia. Babys 
onian law was widely used and scientific and astrological dis 
coveries were studied. Further north, at Assur, a shrunken com^ 
munity of Assyrians survived. There they continued to worship 
their god’ Ashur and his consort, on the same spot as their ane 
cestors had done before the disasters of 612 BC, although in a 
new temple, As late as Ар 200-28, they were still using such 
grand old personal names as Sin-aheverba, even Lsarhaddon, 
which pathetically recalled the vanished glories of the warrior 
nation. 

Creek culture, carried across Asia by soldiers and settlers in 
the wake of Alexander and the Seleucids, came face to face 
with the cultures of Iran and Babylonia — and prevailed over 
neither. For a time, the Orientals picked out from Greek civilis- 
ation what they considered useful, especially for commerce: the 
calendar, names, administrative organisation, legal practices. 
Contracts at Dura and A vroman are gemposed in Greek, al- 
though all the parties involved may bc Oriental. Plutarch even 
says that king Artavasdes of Armenia wrote Greck tragedies 
And histories, and many if not all the Arsacid monarchs could 
speak the language. Orientals continued to take Greek courtesy 
names for use where Greck was being spoken and writen and 
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HE ANCIENT RELIGION OF IRAN presents us with 

Ж кык of every kind, largely because of an insufficient 
documentation. Reading between the lines of later texts, we 

can perhaps distinguish a primitive substratum of belief. 

“Nature gods’ were worshipped; maybe they fitted into an ideo- 

logical framework which allotted thcir functions to the spheres’ 
of sovereignty, war and fecundity. Between the carly religion of 
the Iranians and the Indians ideological connexions can be 

seen which must antedate the parting of these two Indo-Euto» 

pean groups. Deities develop who personify the ideas embodied 

in their names, such as Mitra, god of the mitra, contract. Ethi- 

cal qualities therefore become attached to these deities, known. 

in Tran as the Ahuras. Into this world was born a prophet, 

Zarathushtra, or Zoroaster to the west. Tradition, combined 

with linguistic evidence, places his lifetime around 600 BC, and 

the arca of his preaching as eastern Fran. Eventually, he found 

favour with the prehistoric king Vishtaspa. What was the 

content of his teaching? 

Zoroastrianism is still a living faith, practised by a small 
minority in Iran and by the Parsees (o Persians) of India. From 
these groups portions of the sacred wri ings of antiquity, known 
collectively as the Avesta, have been recovered, together with 
ancient commentaries. To judge from important differences in 
language and conception, the sections of the Avesta must belong 
to periods ranging from perhaps Zoroaster's lifetime to the Sav 
sanian epoch. Five groups of verses, the Gathas, stand out par- 
ticularly because of the archaic language of their eastern Iranian 
dialect. They may well, therefore, belong to the propher's 
own time, and their content reveals some of the fündament- 
als of his teaching. A new and personal relationship is estab» 
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lished between che worshipper and Zoroaster's supreme, uni- 
versal deity, Ahura Mazda. Secondly, a basic dualism of Good 
and Evil is conceived. These two principles are continually ac 
war, in both the spiritual and material worlds, but a day of 
judgement will come when finally Good will triumph. Mean- 
while, the war continues. Ahura Mazda (later Olitmazd) is 
assisted by other immortal powers in his struggle against the 
evil spirit Angra Mainyu (later Ahri man) and liis followers the 
daivas, among whose ranks many of the old popular gods were 
placed. The duty of man on earth is to strike blows against the 
forces of Evil or Falschood, and so го help in the establishment 
of the kingdom of Mazda. Pious faith, the upholding of reli. 
gious and moral trutlt, the promotion of beneficent works, par^ 
ticularly the cultivation of land — in these injunctions upon 
тап we sce the ethical side of Zotoaster’s message. Good 
thoughts, good words and good deeds form the armour of 
righteousness, as any Zoroastrian of today knows. The reward 
for those who had upheld the Zoroastrian morality was an 
immortality in paradise, while evil-doers were condemned to 
endure punishment in the Dwelling of Falsehood. 

Pure Zoroastrianism began as an enclave amidst the unres 
formed religion of Iran with its numerous deities, reverenc. for 
the elements, and horsessacrifice, Nevertheless, some of the basic 
concepts, particularly those of the importance of Ahura Mazda 
and the dualism of Good and Evil (or Arta, Rectitude, and 
Druj, the Lie), became (or already were 2) widespread. Striking 
similarities in religious thought existed between Zoroaster and 
the Achaemenid kings. Both prophet agd monarchs worshipped, 
Ahura Mazda, and were therefore ‘Mazdayasnians’. By the 
end ofthe Achaemenid period, a considerable fusion had prob» 
-ably taken place berween Zoroastrianism and the forms of wor- 
ship administered by the priestly caste of the Magi. The long 
history of the Magi began with their existence as a wibe, or 
rather a special class, among the Medes who acted as priests of 
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and townsfolk flung corpses into the street and left them there. 
Justin says explicitly that ‘dead bodies are generally exposed to 
be devoured by birds or dogs. The bare bones are then covered 
with earth.’ Strabo adds chat these dogs had a special name, 
Graveemakers, 

Various types of debased Mazda worship, often heavily in^ 
fluenced by the Chaldean astrology of Babylonia, penetrated 
the Roman cast. Some of these influences were historically in^ 
significant, The Magi claimed to possess all kinds of recondite 
and occult knowledge. Wonderful powers, for instance, were 
ascribed by them to plants. This usually ludicrous information 
was kept in books, and earned the contempt of Pliny. Necro- 
maney was another of their specialities, The philosopher Метар“ 
pus, according to Lucian, wished to visitthe underworld to ask 
the seer Tirestas for his opinion on the best life, He therefore 
contacted a Magus in Babylonia, The grotesque initiation pre- 
scribed by the Magus, the vegetarian dier, strange rites, flaming 
torch and bellowed gibberish, we learn, had the desired effect, 
From such practices arose the association between Magi and 
magic. Other influences, however, were of the greatest impor- 
tance in the development of thought. Basic concepts of Iranian 
religion, the dualism, the duty of man, the universality of God, 
the last judgement and the existence of paradise, all entered into 
the common stock of western Asian ideas, drawn as a whole 
from several Oriental traditions and from Greck philosophy. 
These influences helped to produce a whole crop of related 
philosophical and religious movements, including the mystery 
and saviour cults, From the kind of Mazda worship prevalene 
in Asia Minor emerged Mithraism, the mystery cult of the god 
Mithra considered as the god of the sun. This cult became wide» 
spread in the Roman Empire, especially among the military 
and mercantile communities, and Mithraists adopted the old 
franian idea that the Good and Evil Spirits were cwin brothers, 
the sons of Zurvan, Infinite Time. From a combination of 


Religion and Burial 


western Asiatic, and partly Iranian, ideas with Christianity 
atose a number of Gnostic systems, and an important Gnostic 
sect, that of the Mandcans, was established in western Parthia. 
Among this welter of Mazdayasnian, Zoroastrian and related 
beliefs, what was the religion of the Arsacids and the Parni? 
Again, а lack of documentation makes this a difficult ques- 
tion to answer. They may at first have brought in some divine 
ities of the nomads. The king was allegedly ‘Brother of the Sun 
and Moon’, which are indeed represented on some Parthian 
coins. Several more or less fragmentary statues, some of them 
greater than life-size, were found at Nisa, Shami and elsewhere. 
When taken with the relicfs of Nemrud Dagh in Commagene 
c. 69-34 BC), on which kings of the present and past are 
shown, these discoveries may indicate a fairly widespread cult 
of the deified monarch or ancestor from an carly period. The 
beardless archer, shown seated on the reverse of most Parthian 
silver coins, probably has some religious significance – but does 
it represent the deified Arsaces, some Parni god, or a resuscit- 
ation in Parthian guise of the archer of Achaemenid coins? 
Once established, the Arsacids never adopted full Zoroastrian- 
ism. The Sasanians would not recognise them as true believers, 
But they do seem to have embraced ordinary Mazda worship, 
probably from political motives more than anything, so as to 
conciliate the main mass of their subjects, The Magi were 
respected by the king. They attended. the second Council of 
State, and allegedly frequented the palace of Vardanes at Baby- 
lon. Royal names beginning with А па“ and Mithraz indicate 
an awareness of the religion. The зас Tiridates, ruler of 
Armenia, observed Magian ritual. In a Greck inscription of 
Susa, the ‘daimon’ (that is, the fravasbi or guardian spirit) of king 
~Phraates (V?) is honoured. Furthermore, Isidorus’ remark that 
an cternal fire burned at Asaak where “Arsaces’ was crowned, 
taken together with a seal from Nisa, suggests that each Arsacid 
had a royal fire burning continually for him, a custom of their 
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cults survived. Pilgrims also travelled from Babylonia to 
worship the Lady of Hierapolis-Bambyce in northern Syria, 
Lucian tells us, Religious ritual was often complex and involved 
processions: the simplest rite, and that most often represented 
inart, consisted of the casting of incense upon a burner. Manya.. 
temple of this region, as we shall discover, was decorated in^ 
ternally with wall-paintings, arranged in superimposed tiers, 
A notable feature of Semitrezeligion was the local character of 
many divinities. Every arca had its baal and baalat, its Lord and 
Lady or protective deities, and many a village boasted its any 
(genie) or guardian spirit. This localism is in complete contrast. 
with the universality of Ahura Mazda. 

Greek religion, like Greek culture in general, was largely con- 
fined to the Hellenic community. Hymns to Apollo were en- 
graved at Susa; Greek deities appear on Arsacid coins and 


Fig. 21. Relief of a Poribicn dignite 
ary throwing incense from a vessel on 


century AD. 


Fig. 22 Painted decoration on фе interior walls of the exll-roont of tbe temple of Zeus These, Duis Europos, 
Second century AD. (After М. Rostovtzeff, Dura Europos and its Ап, 1.13) 


seals; statuettes of Zeus, Heracles, Athena, Aphrodite and so on Paz 
have becn found. But whenever Greek deities are represented or n 
joked, we must ask whether they may not be Oriental deities Plate 19 
in disguise. For the arrival of Hellenism in the cast sparked off. 

an immense new religious movement - the syncretism of Greek | | 

and Oriental deities, Henceforth, Semitic (including Babylon: | | 

ian), Iranian and Greek deities began го be considered iden. 
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standard types were used. Sometimes the dead were laid out- 
side the houses in wooden or terracotta coffins, within a little 
tomb built of tiles or bricks which might boast a vaulted top. 
Such tiny vaults often contain only one or a few burials. But 
more claborate examples, such as those excavated at Seleucia, 
take on the appearance of family vaults. Set beneath the earth 
and roofed with a barrel vault of bricks, vault 131, for instance, 
was divided inside into loculi or recesses. Tt was approached 
down a steep staircase, and was periodically reopened to receive 
fresh burials. The terracotta sarcophagi used in these burials até 
principally of two types, known irreverently as the ‘bath-tub’ 
and ‘slipper’ varieties. The ‘bath-tubs’ were inherited by the 
Parthians from the Assyrians; a cover was normally added, and. 
the whole often glazed and richly decorated. The ‘slipper’ sar» 
cophagi were in use from the first century BC onwards. As their 
name suggests, they resemble a slipper or shoe in shape, with a 
more or less oval opening at the wider end. This was closed 
with a fitted cover or filled in with bricks. A small hole at the 
tapering end allowed che escape of the chemicals of decay. 
Many of these sarcophagi bear a green or bueglaze and anclab- 
orate decoration. The sides and top are most often divided up 
into rectangular compartments, in each of which appears a ree 
peated figure — usually a soldier, nude goddess or dancer. Both 
the shape and the decoration in ‘compartments’ scem to have 
been borrowed from the mummies of Egypt with their orna- 
mentally bound wrappings. Even more clearly of Egyptian 
inspiration are some anthropoid sarcophagi found at Babylon 
and Susa. With the bodies were buried objects of all kinds. 
Pottery, glassware, vessels of stone and metal, weapons, jewel. 
Тегу, figurines and various articles of daily use – bronze mir 
ors, ivory combs, lamps — have all turned up. At Babylon, a 
diadem or wreath of leaves of gold, or a crown of real oliver 
leaves, was sometimes laid on the forehead of che deceased. The 
inhabitants of Seleucia were also buried with amulets and 


Fig. 


23 Plan and restored elevetion of tomb YT, 


Hatta, second century AD. (After W. Анте. 
Ham (И), 1912, fig. 126) 
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Fig. 35 Plan of the mein temples (D Shrine of Shamash) end iwans (А-СУ 


ES 


pom g 
of the Sanctuary of tbe Sun, 


Hatra, later first and second centuries an (fier A. U. Pope, A Survey of Persian Ап, vol. 1, fg. 103) 


Fig. 34 


above it, stood either side of the large onc. All was now of 
stone, сусп the roofing. The halls now stood in the smaller 
Portion of a vast rectangular court, which was divided into 


` two by a wall. Further iwans were added to the original two 


Fig. 35 
Fig. 36 


Plates 23, 64, 66, 
в 


Plate 68 


groups of the main temple, and a strange square building at^ 
tached to the back. The smooth interior walls of this main tem^ 
ple group were given attractive sculptured details: door — frames 
were richly carved, and theatre masks added to internal pilasters. 
The entire length of the front façade was united by a decorative 
system of half-columns and arches, and was probably crowned 
by acontinuous attic. The profile of the arches was often rendered 
25 two Tonic fasciae. But the addition of the heads or upper 
portions of divine figures to some of the stone voussoits of the 
arches and the frequent misuse of classical mouldings indicate 
a refusal to follow slavishly the dictates of Roman fashion, 
Close by in the western court stood separate iwan buildings. 


сыды Sees 


Most of these were architecturally similar to the main group but 
connected with it only by alignment. The shrine of Shahru 
(Andrae’s Building D), however, was more obviously a temple 
in the Graeco-Roman sense, for it boasted a porch of six 
columns, cach of superimposed limestone drums, The western 
court was itself subdivided by a cross-wall. The over-all plan- 
ning of thisgroup of bi gs is curiously unsatisfactory. Arch- 
ed gateways, with mouldings of classical type and rich carving, 
led through to the larger eastern court. Here stood the so-called 
Hellenistic Temple (Andrae E), which would have been of 


Architecture 


Fig. 37 


Fig. 3$ Doorway of 
the Sanctuary of Shas 
mash, behind the great 
South Iwan, Нета, secs 
ond century av (after 
Wr. Andrse, Haira (П), 
1912, fi. 254) 
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The Parthians 


four different styles. The coins struck by him apparently in 
north-eastern Iran portray his head in profile; he is beardless, 
and wears the pointed Saca cap ог фай. The subject here is 
Iranian, the style modified Greek, like that used for his coins 
minted in central Iran. A third чује, inspired by the Greck 
issues of Bactria, was used for coins minted presumably in che 
territory Mithradates had seized from king Eucratides, Finally, 
when he entered Seleucia, he used Demetrius’ die-cuters to 
issue splendid silver coins, with a fine protile of his head in full 
Seleucid Greek style. Thus Mithradates” coins vary in style thd 
subject according to region and tradition, 

This variation of style is still more striking in the major arts 
of this period. An incompetent sub-Achaemenian style was 
employed in the reliefs of a fire temple erected at Persepolis in 
the early Seleucid period. On the door jambs are represented a 
local governor or prince and his wife in attitudes of worship. 
Pieces of a male statue of the Seleucid period, carved in a rather 
less disheartening version of the same style, were found at Susa. 
These Persian traditions lived on in Phoenicia and Anatolia, 
and underlie the large Parthian rock relief of Mithradates IT at 
Behistun. The king faces four of his vassals, who are arranged 
in a profile row before him according to rank. The type of 
scene is familiar (rom Achaemenian art, but all refinement is 
gone, Instead, che figures are cut in very low relief, and internal 
detail is rendered by engraved lines. Subtlery of modelling has 
succumbed to linearity. 

Some Achaemenian influence can still be scen in the fine 
reliefs and statues carved by order of King Antiochus I of 
Commagene (69-34 nc) to decorate his enormous temple 
tomb or hierotbesion ас Nemrud Dagh, in southern Anatolia. 
Here, above his capital city Arsameia on the Nymphacus, he 
himself was to be an object of worship after his death, and here 
too were practised the cults of the syneretized Graeco-Persian 
deities of Commagene. The sanctuary he built was grandiose. 


It was surrounded on three sides by terraces and dominated 
by a mound nearly five hundred fect high. On the east and 
west terraces stood a row of five colossal seated figures, many 
times life-size, which represented four deities and Antiochus 
himself. Into the terrace walls were sunk some ninety stone re 
liefs, arranged as a dado and depicting in most cases a pate of 
figures, one of whom is again usually Antiochus, He is shown 
meeting his gods with a friendly handshake. We also see his 
paternal ancestors, traced back to the Achaemenid monarch 
Darius, son of Hystaspes (Vishtaspa), and the lion, symbol of 
Antiochus’ constellation. Figures and statues are labelled in 
Greek. The hicrothesion of Antiochus’ father, Mithradates 
Kallinikos, at Arsameia “has produced a similar series of 
reliefs. The soft contours and low relief of these figures, together 
with che patterned folds of drapery and delicate orramentation 
of reliefs and statues, are all derived from Achaemenian tradi- 
tion, From the Greek world the artists have taken some divine 
figures, notably Zeus and Heracles, to represent their local dei 
ties. But the high pointed tiara worn by the colossal statue of 
Heracles, the Persian tiara and the tunic, cloak and leggings of 
the god Apollo on the reliefs, and che royal Armenian head» 
dress and Iranian costume of the king himself, are all items 
from the contemporary Parthian world. Morcover, these are 
not the only novelties here, The meeting and handclasp be^ 
tween god and king, and the scene on two battered reliefs in 
which Antiochus hands the diadem to his son and successor, 
together announce the creation of a new theme for Iranian art: 
the investiture, a staple subject for Sasanian monuments. 
But if there is novelty here, the sanctuary as a whole was con. 
ceived in a tradition more ancient still than that of the Achae- 
—menids. The guardian lions, the colossal statues of the terraces, 
the dado-reliefS are all unmistakable survivals of the monu- 
mental building practices ofthe Hittites. All these traditions are 
here welded into one mighty creation: indeed, the unwary visi 
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The Parthians 


on terracotta plaques are perhaps to be interpreted as Iranian 
divine symbols. 

The closeness of the Parthian site of Nisa to the strongly 
Hellenised kingdom of Bactria raises the important question 
whether influence from the Graeco-Bactrian style is present here. 
The fine coins of Васила, the portrait head of Euchydemus and 
the recent discoveries at the site of Ai Khanum in Afghanistan 
all testify to the quality of Bactrian art. Of these, Ai Khanum 
(occupied c. 300 to 100 вс) is for us the most important . The 
site has yielded fragments of statues which are Greck in style, 
but made of clay, and architectural fragments reminiscent of 
some at Parthian Nisa. These are the first signs of an indisputa- 
ble artistic connexion. 

About the beginning of our cra, we scc the rapid emergence 
from this medley of a more or less coherent and unified "Parth 
ian’ style in the arts of the Empire. This style seems to have been 
evolved in che Mesopotamian region. Like all artistic styles it is 
subject-to a certain amount of regional variation, but there is an 
underlying unity previously absent. Its emergence is heralded 
by changes that had been taking place in the designs of Раг, 
thian coins during the first century вс. The purely Greek coins 
disappeared for ever, and the coins of ‘Oriental’ style were ren 
dered in an increasingly uniform and linear manner. Around 
the opening of our era, coins tend to show the king's head as a 
series of raised lines only. His features, along with his hair and 
diadem, have all been subordinated to an Oriental love of 
pauern. "Fhese linear patterns and the abandonment of realistic 
modelling are prominent features of the emergent ‘Parthian’ 
style. Motifs fram a wide range of sources, Oriental and Greek, 
are absorbed. The figures of Greek deities continue to be used to 
represent their Oriental counterparts. 

By an amusing trick of fate, the carliest known examples of 
ишу ‘Parthian’ art were found on a site not strictly Parthian at 
all. They were discovered at Palmyra, politically in Roman 


Fig 44 Relief of soft limestone, found beneath the court of tbe Temple of Bel, Palmyra, 
will man end two women worshippers in profile beside a тап or priest who throws incense 
on to en altar. Probably late frst century nc. Ht about 2 ft (60 сть). (After M. Moree 
bart, Berytus, 1956-7, p. 53 f.) 


Syria but on the western fringes of the Parthian cultural arca. 
When our cra began, Palmyra was an up-and-coming town 
growing from the profits of the caravan trade beside an import» 
ant oasis in the Syrian desert. The earliest remnants of Palmyr- 
спе art yet discovered were found deliberately buried in a trench, 
dug before ap 32 in the precinct of the stil! awe-inspiring Teme 
ple of Bel. These wocfully unimpressive pieces of sculpture are 
the sections and fragments of siffall reliefs, which had clearly 
once decorated the Bel temple's undoubtedly squalid predeces 
sor and were no longer needed. Yet they are of immense value 
for the history of Parthian art. A few of them once showed a 
row of figures in profile, a standard subject for the art of western 
Asia that was now millennia old, But among these files of fig» 
ures, two stand out. One shows a man at an altar; unlike the 
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